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Prosecution Case
Flawed in Rome Trial

Agca’s Antics Gave Proceedings Air of Farce

By Michael Dobbs

Washmgton Post Foreign Service

ROME, March 29—It was de-

tempted assassination of a pope, the
future of East-West relations could

bizarre behavior of the state’s star
witness, Mehmet Ali Agca.

pon in St. Peter’s
Square on May 13, 1981, provided
the bulk of the testimony against
the Bulgarian defendants whom he
depicted as his direct accomplices
in the assassination attempt. In pre-
trial hearings, he described a series
of meetings with the Bulgarians in
Rome and alleged that he had re-
ceived the equivalent of $1.2 mil-
lion to assassinate the pope.
Despite hearings in half a dozen
countries and the calling of more
than 50 witnesses, the court was
unable to trace any of the money

NEWS allegedly paid to Agca
ANALYSIS by the Bulgarian se-
cret services, It was

unable to shake the blanket denials
of the Bulgarian defendants that
they had ever known Agca. Indeed,
it failed to produce independent
confirmation for any direct Soviet
Bloc role in the assassination at-
tempt.

At times, the

oceedmsde n-

t to drag eve ‘into the
to the to
the Italian secret services. ict-

ing the end of the world, Agca
presented himself to the court at
various times as the reincarnation
of Christ, an international terrorist
to compare with “Carlos” and an
expert in human behavior “greater
than Charles Darwin and Sigmund
Freud put together.”

By the end of the trial, presiding
Judge Severino Santiapichi admit-
ted to reporters that he was phys-
ically and mentally exhausted, hav-
ing failed to get anywhere near the
truth. The only clear victor from
the proceedings seemed to be the
pope’s would-be assassin. Agca was
able to satisfy his obvious craving
for publicity in addition to keeping
the real reasons for the assassina-
tion attempt shrouded in mystery..

The trial is over, but a number of
questions remain about a case that
was seized upon by conservatives in
the United States as evidence of
Soviet involvement in international
terrorism and of western complicity
in “covering up” the crime. Among
the most important: the relationship
between Bulgaria and a Turkish
smuggling ring and flaws in the Ital-

ian judicial investigation into the
Plval plot.
@ Bulgaria and the “Turkish mafia.”
The trial failed to resolve the mys-
tery surrounding Agca’s stay in the
Bulgarian capital, Sofia, in July and
August 1980, at a time when he
was wanted in neighboring Turkey
for a sensational political murder.

Evidence produced at the trial
showed that Agca traveled to Bul-
garia on a false Indian passport af-
ter escaping from prison in Turkey.
In Sofia, he had contacts with mem-
bers of a powerful crime syndicate,
the “Turkish mafia,” that had been
involved in smuggling arms and oth-
er contraband into Turkey with the
tacit approval of Bulgaria's Commu-
nist authorities.

Bulgaria has failed to provide a
convincing explanation for how it
was possible for one of Turkey’s
most wanted murderers to stay in
the best hotels in Sofia for at least
six weeks without attracting atten-
tion.

cootdmg rio Martella,
Italian magistrate who handled the
prehmmary investigations, the Bul-
garian authorities falsified docu-
ments relating to Agca’s stay in
Sofia. Martella argued that the
changes were designed to make it
appear as though Agca must have
been lying about the dates of al-
leged meetings with Bulgarian of-
ficials and a leading member of the
Turkish mafia, Bekir Celenk, one of
the defendants.

The nature of the chain of rela-

tionships between Agca, a right-
wing Turkish terrorist group known
as the Gray Wolves, the Turkish
mafia and the Bulgarian authorities
remains mysterious. Proponents of
a “Buigarian connection” to the pa-
pal plot have argued that the Com-
munist authorities used the mafia to
hire Agca to shoot the pope. A rival
theory holds that the Gray Wolves
exploited their contacts with the
mafia to hide Agca in Sofia after his
escape from a Turkish prison.
@ The Italian investigation. The
trial demonstrated glaring holes in
the pretrial investigation into the
papal assassination attempt. Mar-
tella concentrated on checking out
Agca’s “confessions” in prison and
his allegations against the Bulgar-
ians, while largely overlooking
proven links between Agca and
right-wing Turks. A new investiga-
tion has been opened by the [talian
authorities to plug the gaps in the
initial, two-year inquiry.

Although little evidence has
emerged to support the defense
contention that Agca was per-
suaded to implicate the Bulgarians
by the Italian secret services, the
way in which the pope’s would-be
assassin gave his testimony raises
disturbing questions. A study of
Martella’s 1,200-page indictment
shows that the Turk could have
learned some of the incriminating
details about the Bulgarian defen-
dants in the course of the investi-
gation.

Procedural lapses’in the inves-
tigation included the fact that Agca
was allowed access to a Rome tele-
phone directory that contained
numbers he later gave to Martella
to support his contention that he
had a personal relationship with the
Bulgarians.
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